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CRETAN EXPEDITION 

XII 

NOTES ON THE NECROPOLIS OF COURTES 



The so-called Placoura, or Courtokephala (Plate VII), at 
the foot of which is situated the miserable Turkish village of 
Courtes, is a pliocene hill which rises isolated in the middle 
of a spacious valley, now but scantily cultivated, but which 
must have been not a little fertile in ancient times, when we 
consider the abundance of the perennial waters distributed by 
the calcareous mass of Mount Ida to the territory lying below. 

The Mycenaean settlement was upon the hill and that part 
of the plain connected with its southern declivity. On the 
upper part of the height it would have been difficult to find 
foundations for houses, first of all from the precipitousness of 
its slope, and next from the slight tenacity of the pliocene clay, 
which in the course of centuries becomes deeply corroded by 
the violent hurricanes and storms discharged annually by the 
Libj'an Sea upon the mountains of the Cretan coast. 

The remains of the city consist of a few traces of terrace 
walls, of heaps of stones or isolated blocks, spread over the 
ground, and of an enormous quantity of fragments of pottery, 
which cover almost the whole declivity of the hill toward the 
south and the border of the plain. One might say it was the 
clay itself of this and the neighboring heights which must have 
furnished material for the potters of the district; for upon 
examination it is fine in grain and in kneading, not the least 
gritty, — conditions, as technical authorities say, for obtaining 
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the best vases, from the humble kitchen pot to the finest pro- 
ductions of Bernard Palissy. 

But let us turn our footsteps in the direction where the fury 
of the Courtes peasants had given the assault to the tombs of 
their prehistoric forefathers. The trenches were still open, 
and what destruction had been wrought ! Nevertheless, the 
cemetery seems of great extent, and many must still be the 
tombs which await the avidity of the Tvii^copiixof, or, as we 
will rather augur, the pick of the archaeologist. In which of 
them sleep the avuKTe? of the little centre, who commanded the 
heroes of the country, and divided the spoil after their rapacious 
incursions ? 

The position of the necropolis is that which seems the best 
adapted ; it occupies the western declivities of the hill, looking 
toward the setting sun, toward the goal of human souls after 
the course of life is over. I am not disposed to see merely 
chance in this fact. Could it be only a fortuitous coinci- 
dence that the burying-places of the early settlements are for 
the best part situated to the west of the town itself ? This of 
Courtes is only one of several examples in Crete : my observa- 
tions furnished others at Anopolis of Pediada, at Gournes, and 
at Prinia. To the west of the respective cities are also the 
necropoleis of Erganos and the tombs of Panaghia lately ex- 
plored by Professor Halbherr. 

The form of the tombs recalls the rude subterranean vaults 
of Camares, of which I shall speak in another article, and those 
of Erganos. The Mycenaean technical principle of the tholos 
is that which pervades the construction of the hypogaea of 
Courtes. But here also, as at Erganos and Camares, and as at 
Thoricus in Attica, we have small and poor constructions built 
with rough stones or splinters of local rock, scarcely, and not 
always, squared ; broken according to plane of cleavage, which 
already disposes the rock in regular strata of 0.12-0.15 m. A 
material of such limited proportions does not lend itself to 
great buildings. This is precisely the case in the tombs of 
Thoricus, where the material is equally minute (splintered 
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little limestone flags), with which are obtained tombs of small 
dimensions and less regularity. At Thoricus, also, we have 
very singular plans, elliptic in form, which were unique until 
we came upon them now at Courtes, as we shall see. 

The builder of Courtes sometimes so worked that his 
construction on the interior had the nearly beehive form, 
whereas outside, — and this for greater consistency, — it was 




J?i6UEE 1 a. — Tholos-tomb at Courtes, restokeb. 



almost quadrangular. I noticed this particularly in a tomb 
built against the mountain, and rendered visible in its section 
by a crack which had cut into the perpendicular of the soft 
rock. Examining the structure of these tombs, and espe- 
cially those excavated where the ground is not so very steep, 
I was able to recognize this fact, which would confirm what 
Adler explains in the Introduction to Schliemann's Tiryns: 
that is to say, that the first step in constructing a tomb would 
be to dig out a large trench in the ground or in the side of 
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a hill. Such excavation being made, the tholos was built 
within it, by filling in the earth by degrees, so as to regulate 
the pressure, upon which the constructor calculated the resis- 
tance of the vault. At Courtes we must assume a similar pro- 
cess, considering the friableness of the rock, which could not 
resist the work of excavation within a hollow space, without 
bricking up at the same time. 

The tombs of this necropolis have neither dromos nor tunnel, 
nor any other kind of vestibule. 




Figure 1 6. — Tholos-tomb at Coukies, restored. 



In the tombs within the rock on the flanks of the Acropolis, 
where these have a rapid incline, the walled-up entrance to 
the tomb might have been visible on the surface of the de- 
scent; but I am of opinion that the familiar custom of con- 
cealing the tomb and its entrance prevailed here also, and that 
the tombs were all covered over. 

As for the tombs placed in less precipitous tracts of ground 
and in the plain, I recognized a peculiarity which Cesnola, 
Diimmler, and others assert exists in the oldest necropoleis 
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of Cyprus, — that is, the existence of a small vertical well in 
front of the entrance. It is true that this did not seem to be 
necessary in most cases, the tombs being at a very slight depth 
below the level of the soil ; but it must be remarked that their 
depth may have been originally somewhat greater, considering 




'// 







Figure 2 a, 6. — Tholos-tomb at Courtes : Ground Plan and Elevation, 

RESTORED. 

that the rock at the sides and roots of the hill must have worn 
away considerably in the course of centuries. 

From my studies made on the spot, it would result that at 
least to a portion of the tombs in this cemetery a much greater 
antiquity is to be assigned than that which seems probable to 
Professor Halbherr. 

The elements observed by me in some cases suggest to me 
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the restorations which I here present in Figs. 1, a and b, and 
2 a and b. 

May not these tholoi be representative of the Mycenaean 
period of Courtes? An object shown me by a peasant of 
the place, and which must have come from the necropolis, is 
galopetra (Fig. 3) in yellow jasper, in the shape of a heart. 




Figure 3. — Galopetra from Cobrtbs. 

It bears two signs, the pertinency of which to the linear series 
of Evans there seems to me no doubt of. 

But certainly the most of the tombs are real derivatives, 
though degenerate, from the primitive tholos form. They are 
constructions in which it is already sought to abandon the 
structure which had prevailed exclusively in the Cretan ceme- 
teries of the most ancient period, in the attempt at reaching 
the cubic form. Their plan, from a perfect circle, becomes 
horseshoe in shape ; upon this plan rises the small cell, with 
walls which are partly vertical, as in the cylindrical tomb repro- 
duced by Halbherr. Then they go on contracting themselves, 
owing to the scarce proportion of the material, but there is 
still a sufficiently ample covering formed by the placing of a 
broad slab. We are here dealing with the same facts which 
Tsountas remarked at Mycenae, which we perceive at Athens 
herself, facts which in Crete I recognized at Gournes, in Pedi- 
ada, in the Mycenaean settlement I came upon there; and at 
Siderokephala, near Krassi, in the same province, in a tomb 
which contained, like those of Courtes, Geometrical material. 

To the irregularities in form correspond the varieties in size. 
Among the tombs, on plans more or less circular, one of the 



300 ANTONIO TABAMELLI 

largest I examined is that the reconstruction of which I have 
proposed in Fig. 2, which shows a diameter of 2.90 m. Two 
others measured by me (Figs. 4 and 5) have very small diame- 
ters, one 1.40 m., the other 1.15 m. Between these extremes 
I have found diameters of 2.60-2.20 m.; 1.80, 1.70-1.45 m. 
The average in the clear height of the tholoi that can be 
measured would be about 1.70 m. 

The tombs which have diameters greater than 1.80 m. may 
be supposed destined for inhumed corpses ; but what of the 
others? If the rite of crouched inhumation, recognized by 
Halbherr at Erganos, was also practised here, we may admit 
that also many other tombs of lesser proportions would lend 
themselves to the same purpose. But among these latter 





Figure 4. — Tomb at Courtbs. Figcrb 5. —-Tomb at Cocrtes. 

are some that with difficulty could have contained even a 
crouched-up body. Therefore I should be tempted to suppose 
for Courtes the usage of secondary sepulture, — that is, the 
burial of the skeleton only, deprived of integuments, a custom 
which recent paleontologic studies have demonstrated as very 
frequent in the earliest times. 

But if, on one hand, it is allowable to suppose this as an 
hypothesis, on the other, there are traces which attest, at least 
in some tombs, the pi'actice of another rite, that of the xavaK, 
Professor Halbherr having found the remains of a cremated 
body, and the numerous vases in the form of ossuaries, which 
the peasants of Courtes brought to the Syllogos, also plainly 
indicating this rite. 

At the point when the exploration of Courtes had to be 
abandoned, it was impossible that a satisfactory answer could 
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be given to the questions raised by what had been already- 
found. To institute comparisons between these first data 
afforded us by the necropolis in question and those quite as 
scanty from the Cretan necropoleis of Anopolis and Stavrakia, 
would be also a vain undertaking. To fix when inhumation 
ended and cremation began ; if and for how long they coexisted 
in the same necropolis ; what is precisely in Crete the pottery 
that appertains to the two rites in their period of contact, — we 
must await the systematic exploration of the Cretan necropo- 
leis, which can now at last be accomplished under the aegis of 
civil laws. 

If I can already express a special desire, it is to aim, as soon 
as possible, at one of the cities to which the Doric idea attaches 
itself with the most tenacity — Lyttos. Its necropolis, from 
what I have been able to learn, must be situated toward the 
vinej^ards in the valley of Askous. We shall see then if these 
Dorians, whom even the Odyssey places among the Cretans, 
were really the importers of the rite of incineration and of 
a style exclusively Geometrical : in other words, whether at 
Lyttos will be found a first purely Mycenaean stratum, — a 
phase of transition, — and then a Geometric period ; or whether, 
instead, the phase of transition lacking, we must attribute the 
Geometric production to an entirely new race superadded to 

the original inhabitants. 

Antonio Taeamelli. 

Tdrin, 1899. 



